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Executive Summary

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

A. Introduction

The purpose of this Handbook is to provide guidance to Bureau of Land Management (BLM)
personnel on implementing the agency’s cooperating association program. The Handbook:

® Helps agency personnel understand the organizational structure of cooperating
associations, the mutual benefits of these partnerships, and what restrictions

apply.
e [Explains how to start a cooperating association partnership, including the

types of documents needed, and how to maintain a strong and effective
relationship.

® Includes information that may also help BLM personnel in their relations with
friends groups and other partners.

B. Authorities

Section 307(b) of the BLM’s Organic Act, the Federal Land Policy and Management Act of
1976 (FLPMA), as amended, Public Law (P.L.) 94-579, and subsequent amendments (43 U.S.C.
1732 and 1737), authorize the use of contracts and cooperative agreements in the management,
protection, development, and sale of public lands.

Currently, each State procurement office determines whether the relationship with the BLM’s

partners should be in the form of Assistance Agreements or contractual arrangements, based on
BLM agreement guideline criteria.

C. Kinds of Support Provided by Cooperating Associations

The primary reason for a cooperating association is to enhance the agency’s interpretive efforts.
This is accomplished through such activities as:

BLM MANUAL Rel 8-71
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® Producing and selling interpretive and educational materials

e Distributing educational and scientific publications produced by the agency
® C(ollecting and allocating donations to agency projects

e Identifying and securing grant monies

® Assisting with special events

e Donating materials for use in interpretive programs and exhibits

® Recruiting, training, and managing volunteers

e Strengthening the BLM’s relationship with the local community

e Supplementing the BLM’s interpretive and educational programs

D. Nonprofit Status

All cooperating associations must have and maintain nonprofit, tax-exempt status as determined
by the Internal Revenue Service. Section 501(c)(3) of the Internal Revenue Code provides for the
exemption from Federal income tax of corporations organized and operated exclusively for
charitable or educational purposes.

E. Board of Directors

The ultimate responsibility for an association rests with its board of directors. This voluntary
governing board is legally, fiscally, and ethically responsible for establishing the association’s
policies, ensuring that the organization remains true to its stated purposes, protecting the
association’s assets, and preserving its independence.

No BLM employee may serve on the board or as an officer of a cooperating association.
Although a BLM representative can offer advice and inform the board of any policy, law,
or agency matter that would affect association affairs, the BLM cannot direct or give the
impression that it is directing the association’s board or any of its members or employees.

F. Choosing a Cooperating Association Partner

The best cooperating association partnerships are designed to be long-term relationships. It is
important to select a cooperating association partner carefully. There are basically three options:

1. An existing cooperating association adds a new site or sites to its other operations on
public lands

2. A new association forms to serve the BLM location(s)

3. An organization founded for other purposes makes modifications so that it can take
on the role of a cooperating association.

BLM MANUAL Rel 8-71
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Each option has its advantages and disadvantages. The best approach for a specific BLM site
depends on the circumstances.

G. Agreements and Plans

The Assistance Agreement is the proper instrument to formalize the partnership with a
cooperating association. A Task Order authorizes the specific services or work to be
accomplished under the Assistance Agreement. Site-Specific Operating Plans detail the day-to-
day operations for the individual sales outlets, such as hours of operation, staffing levels, money
handling procedures, etc. Annual Plans document what the BLM and the cooperating
association hope to accomplish jointly in the year ahead. The Annual Plan does not obligate
either party to provide funding, but it can outline the intent to do so for any given project.

Agreements and plans help document operational processes, such as:

e Reviewing and approving sales items

® Designing and constructing new sales areas

e Providing facility maintenance and utilities

e Using Government vehicles

® Training personnel

e (ollaborating on interpretive materials and services

® Determining aid funds

H. Expanding the Role of Cooperating Associations

In an environment of increasing emphasis on partnerships and sensitivity to customer service,
more associations are expanding programs to generate new sources of revenues and respond to
the BLM’s needs. Examples of some ways in which cooperating associations have expanded
beyond their traditional roles of books sales and interpretive media include:

e Fee interpretation

e Fee-based training programs

e Environmental education/community outreach

e Organizing special events

® Fee collection under recreation fee demonstration program

BLM MANUAL Rel 8-71
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® Grant writing and fundraising

® Membership programs

I. Summary

Cooperating associations exist to support an agency’s educational, interpretive, or scientific
programs. Cooperating associations provide important services by conducting and/or supporting
interpretive activities that might not otherwise be possible. Cooperation is at the very core of the
BLM’s relationship with cooperating associations, and both parties share responsibility for
ensuring that the partnership works effectively. Encourage your staff to become familiar with
this Handbook, attend training, consult references, and contact State Office and Washington
Office program staff whenever questions, concerns, or opportunities arise.
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CHAPTER I — Introduction

A. Purpose of This Handbook

This Handbook provides guidance to Bureau of Land Management (BLM) personnel on
implementing BLM’s cooperating association program. Cooperating associations as addressed in
this handbook are specifically established to support the BLM interpretive and education
programs through establishing sales areas in Government facilities. By reading this Handbook,
BLM staff will better understand the mission of cooperating associations and how to develop
effective partnerships with associations to strengthen the BLM’s interpretive and educational
programs. Such partnerships with cooperating associations give the public many opportunities
for educational and interpretive services it would not otherwise have.

B. Objectives of This Handbook

1.

BLM personnel will understand the special, mutually beneficial relationship with
cooperating associations.

2. BLM personnel will understand what distinguishes cooperating associations from
other types of nonprofit partners.

3. BLM personnel will understand the organizational structure of cooperating
associations and what restrictions apply to these partnerships.

4. BLM personnel will understand how to start a cooperating association.

5. BLM personnel will understand how to maintain a strong and effective relationship
with cooperating associations and other nonprofit partners including friends groups.
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CHAPTER II - What Are Cooperating Associations?

A. Brief History of Cooperating Associations

Cooperating associations, also known as interpretive associations, are not-for-profit
organizations established to support the interpretive, educational, and/or scientific programs of a
Government agency. As the name suggests, these organizations cooperate with the agency to
offer a support service that enhances both the BLM’s and non-profit mission. Cooperating
associations—the name used throughout this Handbook—support BLM public lands primarily
through the sale or other distribution of interpretive and educational materials.

The concept of cooperating associations began with the National Park Service in 1920 when a
private organization was created to raise money for a museum in Yosemite National Park. The
Yosemite Natural History Association later expanded its activities to provide educational
publications and visitor information about the park. Other parks soon followed the Yosemite
example. Congress authorized cooperation with the non-Federal organizations in 1920 (41 Stat.
917). In 1946, P. L. 79-633 strengthened the relationship by authorizing the National Park
Service to allow employees to perform work for cooperating associations as part of their official
duties.

Today, most major Federal land management agencies, as well as some State and local public
land agencies, have partnerships with cooperating associations. Differences in their legislative
authorities, however, result in variations in the kinds of agreements used, who has the authority
within an agency to sign those agreements, and the applicable agency policies.

As agency needs and the public’s expectations have changed through the years, cooperating
associations have evolved to provide more varied services. However, cooperating associations
still maintain their original purpose: to enhance the educational and interpretive programs of the
public land management agencies they serve. After more than 80 years of collaboration with
Government agencies, cooperating associations are well established as a mechanism for
providing exceptional interpretive and visitor services.

B. Cooperating Associations and the Bureau of Land Management

The BLM began working with cooperating associations in 1980, when the BLM Moab District
and Canyonlands Natural History Association (CNHA) signed an agreement that allowed CNHA
to serve the needs of public lands visitors through CNHA sales areas at BLM offices. CNHA
provided funds for BLM projects through proceeds from sales at these areas. In 1982, Southwest
Natural and Cultural Heritage Association (SNCHA) opened the second BLM cooperating
association sales area at Red Rock Canyon National Conservation Area in Nevada. Red Rock
Canyon Interpretive Association became independent in 1988—the BLM’s first site-specific
cooperating association. The BLM currently works with cooperating associations in all 11

BLM MANUAL Rel 8-71
08/28/03



m- 2
H-8362-1 - WORKING WITH COOPERATING ASSOCIATIONS
Chapter 11

Western States. Coordination occurs through the State Directors’ offices and the National Lead
for Interpretation.

C. Authority to Work with Cooperating Associations

Section 307(b) of BLM’s Organic Act, the Federal Land Policy and Management Act of 1976
(FLPMA), as amended, Public Law 94-579, and subsequent amendments (43 U.S.C. 1732 and
1737), authorizes the use of contracts and cooperative agreements in the management,
protection, development, and sale of public lands. FLPMA is the most commonly used authority
to establish a cooperative agreement, however, other legislative acts and public laws also
authorize agreements for specific purposes. For Example: Public Rangelands Improvement Act
of 1978; Timber Protections Act; Fish & Wildlife Conservation and Water-Resource
Development-Coordination Act; Federal Water Project Recreation Act; Wild and Scenic Rivers
Act; and the National Trails System Act, etc. to name a few. Currently, each State procurement
office determines whether the relationship with BLM’s partners should be in the form of
Assistance Agreements or contractual arrangements, based on BLM agreement guideline criteria.

D. Kinds of Support Provided by Cooperating Associations

The primary reason for a cooperating association is to enhance the agency’s interpretive efforts.
This should be stated in the cooperating association’s charter and its goals should parallel the
mission of the BLM. Cooperating associations earn money to support these interpretive efforts
by providing outlets for the sale of interpretive and educational materials, such as publications,
maps, postcards, photographs, posters, videos, handcrafts, and other items related to interpretive
themes of the area. In addition to the sales function, however, relationships with organizations
dedicated to interpretive and educational purposes provide many other opportunities for assisting
the BLM’s interpretive program.

The BLM’s Interpretive Strategy, as defined in 1999, states the following mission:

The Bureau of Land Management interpretive program supports the Bureau’s mission
and goals by serving customers, promoting the health of the land, and enhancing the
public’s enjoyment, understanding, and appreciation of public land’s natural and
cultural resources and its management.

Our vision is that ultimately, as a result of BLM’s interpretive program, the public will be more
environmentally responsible stewards while enjoying public lands.

We cannot achieve this vision alone. Fortunately, cooperating associations share these
interpretive goals and have the flexibility and resources to achieve them in ways that would
otherwise be impractical for a Government agency. Here are some examples of how cooperating
associations can aid the BLM’s interpretive programs:

BLM MANUAL Rel 8-71
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1. Assist in the production of site-specific products

a.

Cooperating associations can provide interpretive products that have a narrow
market.

They can provide information not otherwise available or easily accessible to the
general public.

They can develop and produce books and other educational materials specific to
the interpretive themes and needs of the area or program.

They can establish contacts with vendors, contractors, interpretive specialists,
technical experts, and other professionals to create high-quality products.

Even if not directly involved in producing a project, cooperating associations can
provide guidance on finding other suppliers.

For jointly produced products, cooperating associations may be able to contract
for services more cost-effectively.

2. Distribute educational and scientific publications produced by the agency:

a.

Cooperating associations have distribution systems through their sales areas
and/or mail-order or e-commerce services.

They have an extensive network with other cooperating associations and
organizations to assist in distributing information.

Cooperating associations can help, through contributed monies or services, to
increase the availability of agency-produced materials.

3. Assist in securing grant monies:

a.
b.

C.

Cooperating associations can assist in locating grant sources.
They can hire proposal writers and technical specialists for grant projects.

They can manage grant funds.

4. Assist with special events:

BLM MANUAL

Cooperating associations can design, develop, and produce promotional materials.

As nonprofit, private businesses, they often relate well to other local businesses
who might be involved in the project.

Cooperating associations can increase local support for the event, especially if the
board or staff are members of the community.

They might have staff or other contacts experienced in organizing special events.

Rel 8-71
08/28/03



€.

m- 4
H-8362-1 - WORKING WITH COOPERATING ASSOCIATIONS
Chapter 11

Cooperating associations can conduct fundraising events for educational projects.

5. Donate materials for use in interpretive programs and exhibits:

a.

Cooperating associations can obtain historical artifacts, library and archival
material, equipment, and other interpretive items helpful to BLM’s education and
visitor service functions.

They may operate donation boxes at BLM’s facilities and use the monies for
interpretive purposes.

They may solicit donations for projects.

6. Strengthen BLM’s relationship with the local community:

a.

Cooperating associations may recruit local volunteers to provide interpretive
programs and assist in staffing sales outlets.

Association board members are often influential people from the community.
Cooperating associations usually hire local residents to staff their sales areas.

As local businesses, cooperating associations often participate in chambers of
commerce, tourism councils, service organizations, and other community
organizations that can increase visibility and foster partnerships.

They often have membership programs that involve the community and keep
people informed about activities on the public lands.

7. Supplement the BLM’s interpretive and educational programs:

a.

Cooperating associations share BLM’s core values and often provide services that
BLM might otherwise have to purchase.

Cooperating associations may operate visitor centers and other facilities or
programs, as appropriate to the organization’s purpose.

E. Advantages to Working with Cooperating Associations

Because their mission clearly relates to interpretation, cooperating associations expand the
BLM’s efforts to provide interpretive and educational programs. As nonprofit organizations,
cooperating associations are mission-based, not profit-based. In addition to the many tangible
kinds of support associations can give, these partnerships enable the BLM to provide better
service to the public in important ways, such as:

BLM MANUAL

e Disseminate information about the BLM and its management responsibilities.
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e Help the public understand land management issues, which can result in
additional support for management programs.

® Help reduce adverse impact on resources from misuse of public lands.

® Provide information and services that the BLM might not otherwise be able to
provide.

® Provide the public with access to relevant information at the site.
e Develop constituencies for public lands.
e Establish and nurture partnerships.

® Provide fresh perspectives and creative means for addressing management
issues.

Through the services provided with cooperating associations, the BLM is able to
educate the public about stewardship responsibilities for America’s natural and cultural
heritage.

F. How Cooperating Associations Differ from Other Types of Partners

The BLM has partnerships with a wide spectrum of organizations, businesses, and user groups
for various purposes. Cooperating associations are a special partnership, however, because they
are chartered for not-for-profit educational purposes and have agreements with the BLM
specifically to enhance our interpretive programs.

The BLM works closely with cooperating associations. The BLM typically provides the office,
sales, and storage space needed by the association for its operations at a site. In addition, the
BLM provides a staff person as a liaison between the BLM and the association and, if needed,
the BLM also provides sales assistance. Typical association responsibilities include obtaining
BLM-approved sales items, providing equipment and staff for the sales outlet, and conducting
business operations and visitor contacts in accordance with BLM standards.

The relationship that the BLM has developed with cooperating associations is a synergistic one
to benefit the public. It is important to keep in mind that even though associations can help
support our interpretive programs in many ways, their primary purpose is to serve the public.

Two other kinds of partners that we work with are sometimes confused with cooperating
associations, because their interests are somewhat related. There are important distinctions,
however.

BLM MANUAL Rel 8-71
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1. Friends Groups

a.

There is no specific legal definition for “friends” groups, but, in general, these are
largely local and usually all-volunteer groups of citizens organized for a specific
purpose or interest in a particular area. They may or may not choose to be not-for-
profit or formally organized to achieve tax-exempt status. They may or may not
have formal partnership agreements with the BLM. Typically, friends groups have
a specific agenda, such as providing volunteer services; trail maintenance;
fundraising; publicizing issues; and, in some cases, advocacy.

Some of these functions are similar to those of cooperating associations.
However, there are at least two key differences between friends groups and
cooperating associations:

(1) Friends groups are not limited to functions that are interpretive or
educational in nature.

(2) Friends groups do not operate sales facilities on public lands—unless they
also qualify as cooperating associations.

These distinctions have blurred in recent years. Frequently the roles and functions
of these groups overlap. A BLM area may have both a cooperating association
and one or more friends groups; or a single hybrid organization may serve as both
a cooperating association and perform one or more of the traditional roles of
friends groups. The decision whether to enter into partnership an arrangement
with either or both types of organizations depends on the specific circumstances
in the BLM area.

If sales are involved, there must be an Assistance Agreement with the BLM. Such a group
functions as a “cooperating association,” whether or not it is called such, and the guidance
in this Handbook applies.

2. Concessioners

a.

BLM MANUAL

Concessions are authorized by permit to sell goods or services on public lands,
such as lodging, food, transportation, souvenirs, and sometimes even interpretive
services. Although not so prevalent in BLM areas as on public lands managed by
other agencies, concessioners may have operations that compete with those
provided by cooperating associations. Concessions are for-profit commercial
enterprises. They do not have the tax-exempt status that cooperating associations
have.

It is important that we and our association partners respect the contractual rights
of concessioners.
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In areas where both concessions and cooperating associations exist and may have
overlapping interests, each needs to understand the role of the other. The BLM
should facilitate opportunities for collaboration. For example, associations might
wholesale their products to concessioners, or co-sponsor products or events with
them. Both businesses might benefit from joint customer-service training.

The BLM should try to mitigate any conflicts that might arise between
associations and concessioners by showing how the visitor can best be served.
Customer service should be the primary interest of all parties.
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CHAPTER III — How Cooperating Associations Are Organized

A. Nonprofit Status

1. Associations must have IRS tax-exemption status.

a. All cooperating associations must have and maintain nonprofit, tax-exempt status

as determined by the Internal Revenue Service. Section 501(c)(3) of the Internal
Revenue Code provides for the exemption from Federal income tax of
corporations organized and operated exclusively for charitable or educational
purposes. The IRS defines “educational” as including the instruction of the public
on subjects useful to the individuals and beneficial to the community.

IRS Revised Ruling 68-307 explains the rationale for providing tax-exempt status
to cooperating associations and recognizes associations as nonprofit organizations
formed to assist a Government agency in education and scientific programs. The
associations depend on contributions and revenue from the sale of educational
materials to meet operating costs.

2. Associations must comply with IRS requirements.

a.

An association must establish exemption within the IRS district in which its
principal place of business or administrative office is located. Articles of
incorporation, showing that the association is truly formed for educational and/or
charitable purposes, must accompany an application for exemption. The IRS has
specific requirements for tax-exempt organizations, such as limits on lobbying
activities, taxes on income not specific to the exempt purposes Unrelated Business
Income (UBIT), and public disclosure.

Tax-exempt status is required for a cooperating association to have an Assistance
Agreement with the BLM. Furthermore, IRS imposes stiff penalties for failure to comply
with its regulations, so it is important that cooperating associations fulfill their
responsibilities as 501(c)(3) organizations.

B. Board of Directors

1. The Board of Directors has ultimate responsibility for the association.

a.

BLM MANUAL

As with all nonprofit organizations, this voluntary governing body is legally,
fiscally, and ethically responsible for establishing the association’s policies,
ensuring that the organization remains true to its stated purposes, protecting the
association’s assets, and preserving its independence.
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b. No BLM employee may serve on the board or as an officer of a cooperating
association. A BLM representative can offer advice and make sure the board is
aware of any policy or law that would affect association affairs, but the BLM
cannot direct or give the impression that it is directing the association’s board or
any of its members or employees. (See Appendix section: “The Importance of
Independence.”)

2. Board’s role evolves with association growth.

a. Ifthe association is too small to afford staff, the board works with the BLM to
determine the logistics for the operation. Board members may have to take on
duties that in larger organizations would be staff functions.

b. As an association matures and is able to afford paid professional staff, the board’s
role evolves from hands-on involvement to one of policy setting and oversight.
The board selects, compensates, supports, and evaluates the chief administrator.
The board also approves the budget and human resources policies that the
administrator uses in managing other staff. The time commitment for individual
board members will decrease, and a different composition of board attributes may
be needed. In the formative years, however, the commitment of time from
individual board members should not be underestimated.

3. Board members should know and understand their responsibilities.

a. Governance of tax-exempt organizations is a public trust. It is important that
board members understand and take seriously their responsibilities. Information
on nonprofit boards is available through libraries and many other sources. (See
Appendix for sources of information.)

b. The Association of Partners for Public Lands (APPL), a national umbrella for
cooperating associations, provides training and resource materials specifically
geared to improving the effectiveness of association boards. APPL has developed
a Code of Ethics that it recommends for boards of cooperating associations.
Adoption of the code is voluntary, but the code is an example of the standards of
performance and accountability expected among not-for-profit organizations. (See
Appendix for sample Code of Ethics.)

C. Association Staff

1. Staffing depends on local circumstances.

a. Local circumstances will determine whether the association employs staff or
depends on volunteers or agency assistance to operate its sales area and present its
programs.
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b. In general, there is a chief administrator, usually called an executive director or
business manager, who reports to the association’s board of directors and who has
responsibility for the day-to-day management of the operation.

2. BLM employees cannot be employees of the cooperating association. Nor can
BLM employees supervise or evaluate the performance of association employees.
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CHAPTER IV - Choosing a Cooperating Association Partner

Many factors should be considered when deciding whether a public lands area would benefit
from the service of a cooperating association. In some cases, the limited authority to sell maps at
BLM Public Rooms may be sufficient to serve visitors without a cooperating association.
However, if the BLM decides that it is in the public interest for a cooperating association to
provide services at a given location, the following information will help determine which
approach to take and what will be involved in establishing the relationship.

The best cooperating association partnerships are designed to be long-term relationships. It is
important to select a cooperating association partner carefully. There are basically three options:

1. An existing cooperating association adds a new site or sites to its other operations on
public lands.
2. A new association forms to serve the BLM location(s).

3. An organization founded for other purposes makes modifications so it can become a
cooperating association.

Which is the best approach for a specific BLM location depends on the circumstances. Here are
some things to consider for each of the three options.

A. Working with an Existing Cooperating Association

Numerous cooperating associations already exist that have sales operations on public lands and
that may be interested in entering into an agreement with the BLM to operate at another location.
This is often the fastest and most efficient way to begin a cooperating association partnership.
Here are some pros and cons to working with an existing cooperating association:

1. Advantages to working with an existing association

a. The board of directors is already established.

b. The organization is already set up as a cooperating association wit